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Preface

My expertise in coaching Masters (those runners aged 35 years and over) is built on my personal experience as an elite athlete, along with my specialist knowledge from many years coaching some of the best runners in England in their forties, fifties and sixties. This book now brings all this expertise together to help you.

For ten years I was ranked in the British top ten over 5,000m, 10,000m, half marathon and marathon. On the track I represented England in the 2002 Commonwealth Games, finishing sixth in the 10,000m. On the road, I competed for Great Britain in the marathon at the 2010 European Championships as part of the Bronze Medal-winning team and finished in the top 20 in the London Marathon. All of this took place whilst juggling training as an elite athlete with my job as a social worker, the birth of two children, frequent house moves and numerous periods of lone parenting as my husband was repeatedly away for work.

Like so many people I didn’t think I was good at sport at school, particularly when it came to anything involving a bat or ball. Then I discovered that even if I couldn’t catch, I could run. I learned many lessons from my world-class coach, Alex Stanton, who also coached Paula Radcliffe, Olympian and marathon world record holder. But the most valuable lesson was to see the potential in everyone, whether they are world class or just want to run faster.

Now in my fifties I still love to run, but what motivates me most is coaching. It started with my first group, called Love Running, whose aim was to encourage more women to start running. Over time the name of the group evolved into The We Hate Running Collective. And yet, despite professing to hate running, that group of middle-aged women still turned up every week and gave it their best. Why? Because they found that with the right coaching, running was about more than just fitness, it was about fun, friendship and an enormous sense of achievement. Since then, I have coached many Masters runners who have set fast times, been ranked in the top ten for their age group and represented England Masters in 5k, 10k and half marathon.

Now as more men and women take up running later in life, many find (sometimes to their surprise) they are better than they thought too. My passion is sharing my knowledge, experience and expertise with them and you. I will coach you how to train, how to race and the importance of confidence and self-belief to performance. And most importantly, how to adapt your training to fit the demands in your life to be the best you can. Because you never know what you can do, until you try.
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Too many people are put off running because they think they are too old to start. Or they think it’s too hard for them. Or they are worried it will damage their knees. This book is here to challenge all these myths and show you what you can achieve as a Masters runner. (‘Masters’ is the term now used for anyone who is 35 years or older.)

As more people in their forties, fifties, sixties and beyond take up running, it has become generally recognised that running is actually very good for you. Rather than cause damage to your joints, it promotes stronger muscles and bones. It strengthens your heart and helps with weight management. It helps manage the symptoms of the menopause. And it can bring positive benefits to your mental health.

Whilst many people take up running to lose weight, improve health or raise money for good causes, this book will show you that there is more to running as a Master than just cakes, calories or raising cash for charity.

Many Masters runners started running for all these reasons. Most of them had not done any sport since their schooldays. To start, they didn’t run very far. They didn’t run very fast. But over time they found they wanted to push themselves, run faster and be competitive too.



Katherine (56 years)

Katherine started running in her forties to raise money for the hospice that had cared for her Dad so well in his final days. At first, getting out for a run meant finding time, juggling childcare, work and other demands, but she found the commitment (and previously untapped fierce determination) to persevere, starting with just running 5k a couple of times each week to build her fitness.
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From those humble beginnings to now, fifteen years later, Katherine has demonstrated that with the right structure and approach to training, you can improve beyond your expectations, setting outstanding personal best times of 18:59 for 5k, 38:46 for 10k and 1:23:34 for half marathon in her mid-fifties.

Sam (60 years)

At 39, Sam wanted to quit smoking so she started running. Short runs from her house to the local village shop and back again (with a break on the bench in-between). When she entered some races, she found she enjoyed being competitive and was better than she expected. But like many runners, she also started to pick up injuries and over time she had to find the balance between training and much-needed rest, especially as her job involved working long hours to manage cabin crew for a major airline.
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She has now set new personal bests in her late fifties of 20:05 for 5k, 42:32 for 10k and 1:34:45 for half marathon, and represented Great Britain at the 2024 Masters World Championships. When confronted by a well-meaning acquaintance at her 60th birthday party who said, ‘Now you are a grandmother I assume you will be doing less running’, Sam just smiled. Then she answered her by running one of her fastest half marathons three days later.

Hervé (48 years)

Hervé started running ten years ago as part of a health and fitness programme. He immediately loved its day-to-day health benefits, being able to walk upstairs without getting out of breath alongside significant weight loss. But even more he loved the calming, meditative effect of going for a long run, especially when balanced against his demanding role as a business leader in a global advisory company, involving long hours and international travel.
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Now he is a passionate advocate for all the positives of running, whether it’s just going for a daily run or challenging himself in races with personal best times of 24:53 for 5k, 55:22 for 10k and 2:07:13 for half marathon. Most importantly, wherever he may be in the world, Hervé always makes sure he finds time and somewhere to run.

John (68 years)

John started running in the army. Throughout his long career he took part in many sports but excelled most in running, in his younger days setting PBs of 68 minutes for half marathon and 2:40 for the marathon. Upon returning to civilian life he joined a running club, but as he grew older he went from one injury to the next.
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What he needed was structure and consistency in his training, which he found again by adding strength work, warming up properly with planned rest and recovery. Whilst he can no longer beat his old times, John has run 21:49 for 5k, 45:51 for 10k and 1:34:56 for half marathon since turning 65. He has represented England Masters and admits he is as competitive as ever against his peers and aims to run long into his seventies and eighties.

Sam, Katherine, John and Hervé demonstrate that being older doesn’t automatically mean being slower or not training as hard. But like them, it’s important to acknowledge that our bodies change with age and running has to be balanced against other competing demands from work, family and life in general.

However, Sam, Katherine, John and Hervé also embody the physical and mental health benefits from running, reducing the likelihood of serious health problems, managing the impact of the menopause, enhancing confidence and providing a renewed sense of achievement that can so easily be lost as we age.

As a Masters runner, you are probably in your forties, fifties or sixties and fall into one of three groups:

• You are relatively new to running and would like to improve your performance over 5k to half marathon

• You used to run when you were younger and want to get started again, but have found that now you cannot just train like you did before without getting injured

• You have been a lifelong runner and want to keep running for as long as you can

This book is here to help you navigate training as a Masters runner. In the following chapters, we’ll explore what you need to do to achieve your running goals and how to meet the challenges of training as you age, with structured plans that recognise your specific needs. This book will show you how to plan your training and peak for a specific race over 5k, 10k or half marathon, and how to deliver your best performance on the day.

To support your training and races, you’ll also find advice on:

• The key concepts of recovery, rest and adaption that are fundamental to maximise training benefits

• How to individualise your training to suit your ability, lifestyle, work and family commitments

• The different factors you must consider based on your age and whether you are male or female

• The importance of strength work for older runners

• The crucial mental qualities of determination, confidence and resilience

• How to manage setbacks due to injury or illness

Many older runners struggle to identify with the label ‘athlete’. We tend to think of ‘athletes’ as young, fit people in their prime of life and peak physical condition. And so I will use the term ‘runner’ throughout this book. However, I would argue that many older runners bring even more focus and determination to their running than most ‘athletes’, forged from their life experience.



Coaching Philosophy

Broadly speaking, my philosophy is that running should be something positive in your life, otherwise why do it? So, before we begin it’s important to set out the core principles of coaching that underpin all of the advice in this book:

• Good coaching

• Balance between volume and intensity

• Rest, recovery and adaptation

• Health

• Positivity

Good Coaching

Good coaching is built on strong foundations of technical knowledge, expertise and experience whilst recognising what you do not know. For coaches of Masters runners, ‘good coaching’ means understanding how age impacts training principles, especially as most training knowledge and sports science research comes from working with athletes at the peak age of physical performance in the mid-twenties.

Unfortunately, most research has also tended to focus on males. This is partly because the female menstrual cycle creates uncertain and irregular baselines for research, with female runners broadly ignored until very recently. There is even less research into training principles for older women as they experience menopause. But gradually these gaps are being filled with a growing body of research into older runners.

Good coaching for masters (and all runners) means recognising gaps in experience and expertise alongside building knowledge over time.

Volume and Intensity

There is a strong correlation between volume (how much you run) and level of performance. In simple terms, the more you run, the fitter you will be and the faster you will run. Consistent, regular running over an extended period is key. This should be measured in years, not just months or weeks.

For Masters runners, however, it’s not as easy as just doing more running week on week. Volume should be built incrementally and progressively, but not exponentially. Good training balances more with periods of consolidation and takes account of significant age-related changes to your body. This helps you to build better depth of fitness and avoid breakdown from injury or plateaus in performance from over-training.

A tipping point also comes when it isn’t solely about running more, but the blend of pace and intensity at which you run also matters. The challenge for Masters runners is how to achieve this blend to get the results you want. This brings me to the next key concept.



Rest, Recovery and Adaptation

Adaptation is the body’s physiological response to training stimuli. These include changes to the structure of muscles, tendons and bones, improved function of heart and lungs and more efficient energy systems. Contrary to popular misconception, adaptation takes place during the period of rest and recovery, not during training itself.

Successful Masters coaching means balancing training load with rest and recovery to maximise training benefits. If your training load is too high or too frequent, without sufficient rest and recovery, then adaptations will be lessened. As we age, muscles, bones and tendons lose strength and become less efficient at repair and regeneration. These changes can be more pronounced for female runners during the menopause. This makes older runners potentially more susceptible to injury if they do not incorporate appropriate rest and recovery.

Health

Perhaps the most important pillar in my coaching philosophy is that training must be built on good health. It may feel amazing to run faster than you have ever run before, but this is never worth compromising your long-term health and well-being. There is always some risk in training hard and pushing the limits. But good coaching should not recklessly push runners too hard for short-term gains.

Long-term health is even more important for Masters runners. The medical profession now widely recognises the positive health benefits of exercise, even for people with serious and enduring health conditions. However, it is important to always seek medical advice for any serious health condition and adapt training appropriately.

Equally importantly, we now recognise the menopause is a period of significant physical changes with an impact on mental health and well-being too. With the right approach, however, running during the perimenopause and post-menopause can help manage many of the symptoms and brings even more positive health benefits.

Positivity

Running should be something that makes you feel good. It can be a source of great confidence and sense of achievement for older runners. Running can also be highly effective in managing stress and maintaining mental well-being. It can give you a strong sense of identity and many, especially those who may feel lonely or excluded at times, find that it opens up membership to a community of like-minded people.

However, your sense of self-worth should not be solely reliant on running and results. Running should definitely not be punitive and negative. No one enjoys every run all of the time. There will be moments of pure elation and joy and there will be moments of deep disappointment and despair. Like life, running will be full of ups and downs, but broadly it should be a positive factor in your life.

To go back to where we started, whoever you are, whatever the reasons why you started running, however fast or not you may be, this book is here to show you what you can do, but it isn’t a quick fix guide to running faster. Instead, it challenges you to stop thinking that time is ticking away, causing you to get sucked into searching for shortcuts that invariably end up in injury, illness or setbacks. Using the advice and training plans in this book will help you run faster but equally help you develop as a robust runner. So that even as you age you can still maintain form, fitness and consistency and, most importantly, continue to enjoy your running for many years to come.
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PART I

GETTING STARTED

Life is for participating, not for spectating.

Kathrine Switzer, first woman to officially run the Boston Marathon
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We start with some basic principles of running: how fast to run and how to pace yourself. Then touch on mindset and finding determination, before finally considering where to run.

Before we get on to these let’s dispel the big myth that to be a ‘runner’ you shouldn’t stop or walk. There are a wide range of excellent Couch to 5k programmes available to help you get started if needed. These programmes gradually build up the volume of continuous running broken up by blocks of rest, recovery and walking. But taking some breaks is not just for beginners and even the most experienced runners will stop or walk on some of their runs, especially during some of the more challenging intervals sessions and workouts.

What pace to run seems like it should be simple. Newer runners often erroneously assume that you should set off as fast as you can then keep going for as long as you can. In practice this is an incredibly hard and painful way to run and not recommended. Instead, learning to pace yourself, which often means starting more slowly, helps you to run further and, ultimately, to run faster too.

But for every runner there comes a point when it gets hard and you need to push yourself. Being determined is a skill as much as a talent and something you can practise in training if you find it doesn’t come naturally.



I literally just started by running from my house to the village shop, which is about three quarters of a mile. I’d sit on the bench and recover. And then I would jog back again. And that was just all I did.

Sam







How Fast to Run

Before you can think about how to pace yourself you need to consider how to monitor how fast you are running. There are a range of ways to do this with advantages and disadvantages to each. The most common methods are:

• Pace measured in minutes per kilometres (5:00/km)

• Rate of Perceived Exertion (RPE), usually on a scale of 1–10

• Heart rate (HR), measured in beats per minute (bpm) or percentage of maximum (85% max HR)

• Race pace, which means the pace you would run to cover the set race distance (5k pace or half marathon pace)

• Blood lactate levels measured in millimoles per litre of blood (mmol/l)



I listen to my feet. How would I know how fast I am running if I didn’t have the thud, thud, thud of my feet?

Katherine





Pace

Pace is measured as the time it takes you to run one kilometre (or one mile if you prefer to measure your running in miles). It can be the most objective and accurate method when recorded by stopwatch over an accurately measured distance.

Global Positioning System (GPS) watches use satellites to measure distance and pace as you run. They are very helpful although accuracy can vary subject to the strength of the GPS signal and environmental factors such as weather conditions, tall buildings or tree coverage.

As a coach I always advise runners to be pragmatic in sticking to a set pace in training. This is because your effort levels can be significantly affected by external factors such as temperature (hot or cold), wind, elevation (uphill or downhill), terrain (road, track or soft grass or mud), and internal factors such as illness, tiredness, stage of menstrual cycle or symptoms of the menopause. This means that using pace sometimes encourages you to run harder than you should just to hit a predetermined pace. Whilst measuring pace is very useful to monitor training, and is the key method used in this book, it should also be used with appropriate caution.



Keeping to a certain pace without looking at the watch too much is something I have learnt over time. Now I don’t worry about it. I trust myself to know what feels right and I find I often have a much better pace than if I am checking my watch every kilometre.

Hervé







Rate of Perceived Exertion (RPE)

Rate of Perceived Exertion measures how fast you are running based on your perception of effort set against a descriptive scale. It is usually based on a scale of 1 to 10 (although it originates from the Borg Scale, named after its inventor Gunnar Borg, which went from a scale of 6 to 20).

RPE also incorporates the ‘talk test’. This measures how many words you can say before you need to breathe. The harder you run, the heavier your breathing becomes and the more difficult it is to speak in full sentences. Rather than being ‘unscientific’, this has actually proved to be a highly accurate measure of effort and is used by many elite athletes and coaches.

Unlike objective pace, RPE helps you to tune into your body and encourages you to run at the right pace for you, based on how you feel on that day. However, the RPE scale can be subjective and less experienced runners may find it difficult to judge.











	
RPE Score


	
	
Description





	
10


	
Maximum Effort


	
Maximum pace. Impossible to maintain effort for more than few seconds. Unable to talk





	
9


	
Extremely Hard Effort


	
Close to maximum pace. Difficult to maintain. Gasping for breath. Single words only





	
8


	
Very Hard Effort


	
Fast pace. Can sustain effort one or two minutes at most. Breathing heavily. Single words





	
7


	
Good Effort


	
Fast pace. Breathing heavily. Able to sustain for several minutes. Two or three words only





	
6


	
Medium Effort


	
Faster pace but comfortable to maintain for longer period. Breathing significantly increased. Able to say short sentences





	
5


	
Moderate Effort


	
Pace requires conscious effort but able to hold for reasonable period of time. Breathing increased from normal. Able to speak in sentences





	
4


	
Comfortable Effort


	
Comfortable pace. Able to sustain effort for significant period of time. Increased breathing rate from normal but can hold conversation





	
3


	
Light Effort


	
Easy pace or jog. Able to maintain for extended period of time. Breathing slightly increased but able to maintain full conversation





	
2


	
Very Light Effort


	
Slow jog or fast walk. Able to hold full conversation





	
1


	
Minimal Effort


	
Very easy walk. Minimal effort required. Breathing not significantly increased from rest







Heart Rate (HR) and Percentage Maximum Heart Rate

Heart rate is measured by using a chest strap, arm strap or wrist monitor (on a smart watch). Using heart rate to monitor training relies on accurate measurements. Chest straps and arm straps tend to be more accurate than wristwatch-based heart rate monitors as these can be affected by the tightness of the watch strap and skin tone.

Effective use of heart rate to monitor your runs also requires accurate assessment of your individual maximum heart rate and calculation of your individual zones. Generic formulas are available, but they are based on broad factors such as age and gender and tend to have a large margin of error.

Alternatively, you can determine your individual maximum heart rate and training zones by conducting your own field test or visiting a sports science laboratory for physiology testing. Field tests for maximum heart rate are often physically and psychologically difficult to perform, especially for less experienced runners. Physiology testing is much more accurate but needs to be done in a specialist laboratory and can be expensive.

Heart rate may also be affected by a range of factors such as fatigue, illness, stress and weather conditions. This means, as with methods using GPS and pace, you need to exercise a similar degree of caution in practice.

Race Pace

Race pace describes the pace at which you would currently run that distance. If your current 5k time is 25:00 then your 5k pace is 5:00/km. The advantage of race pace is that it is individual to each runner and their current ability and is familiar and relatable for most runners.

One common mistake is to set ‘race pace’ at your personal best time or target time rather than current fitness. Target time must be realistic and as a coach I often use the term ‘training race pace’, which allows pace to be more flexible subject to current fitness, stage of training and goals.

Blood Lactate Levels

Lactate is a substance produced in the body from the process of creating energy. The role of lactate is discussed in more detail in Chapter 6. Effort levels can be monitored by taking a small sample of blood and measuring the lactate concentration in millimoles per litre of blood (mmol/l). At rest lactate levels are usually approximately 1–2mmol/l. As intensity of exercise increases the lactate concentration also increases.

Measuring blood lactate levels provides a very accurate assessment of the intensity of exercise and is commonly used by elite athletes. However, it requires specialist equipment and the need to take blood can be intrusive and disruptive as it requires the runner to stop exercising to take regular blood samples. This means it is not generally practical for most runners in day-to-day training.



How to Pace Yourself

Knowing how fast you are running helps
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